50     THE RECONSTRUCTION  OF EUROPE
It is true that she was tranquil under Napoleon, but she
owed that tranquillity to a hand of iron which held in check
and threatened to crush everything that might disturb it, and
which could not safely release its grasp for a single moment.
Moreover, it is impossible to believe that the tranquillity
would have outlived a man who was hardly able to maintain
it by devoting all his energy to the task. Master of France by
the rule of might, he set a precedent for his generals, who, at
his death, would have done their best to acquire the title by
the same rule. The example he gave showed that ability or
luck were all that was necessary to seize the power. Which
among his subordinates would not have tried his luck and
taken great risks for such a brilliant future? France might
have had as many emperors as there were armies, and, thus
split up into rival factions, would have perished in the
throes of civil war.
Her prosperity, superficial though it was, might have grown
deeper roots but would have been confined to the brief term
of one man's life, each day of which might be the end
thereof.
There is nothing more baneful than usurpation to nations
whom rebellion or conquest have placed under the yoke of
usurpers. The same is true of their neighbors. The former are
faced with a permanent prospect of disturbances, shocks, and
domestic upheavals. The latter are constantly threatened with
aggression and destruction. Usurpation means death and anni-
hilation for everyone.
Europe's most pressing need and greatest concern was, there-
fore, to do away with the doctrine of usurpation and revive
the principle of legitimacy, the only remedy for all the evils
which had beset her, and the only one which would prevent
their recurrence*
In this passage Talleyrand takes for granted that he
and the reader agree in their definitions of usurpation
and legitimacy. The only way to understand this conclu-
sive passage is to define those terms, and we can be sure
of having defined them properly if the passage, at first
reading somewhat diffuse and obscure, becomes clear and
precise with our definitions* Why do some men command